A basal membrane-like structure surrounding tumour nodules may prevent intraepithelial leucocyte infiltration in colorectal cancer.
Epithelial tumours consist of an epithelial compartment and a stromal compartment, which are sometimes separated by a basal membrane-like structure. We sought to determine whether these factors have prognostic value in 84 curatively resected stage II and III colorectal cancer by immunohistochemically staining tumours for leucocytes (CD45) and extracellular matrix, and to assess the presence of a basal membrane-like structure. Leucocyte infiltration was also assessed in hematoxylin-eosin (HE) stained sections. Most leucocytes were located in the tumour stroma. A relatively high intraepithelial leucocyte infiltration was significantly correlated with a lower level of tumour recurrence (P=0.03) and a longer disease-free survival (P=0.05), whereas leucocytes located in the tumour stroma (P=0.92) or at the advancing margin (p=0.06) were not. Intraepithelial leucocyte infiltration was also significantly correlated with leucocyte infiltration in the tumour stroma (P=0.02) and at the advancing tumour margin (P=0.005), and as assessed in HE-stained tumour sections (P=0.05), but each of these parameters on its own did not have a prognostic value in predicting disease-free survival. Moreover, the presence of a basal membrane-like structure surrounding the tumour epithelium was inversely correlated with the number of intraepithelial leucocytes (P=0.05), suggesting that this membrane-like structure functions as a barrier to intraepithelial leucocyte infiltration. We conclude that leucocytes must be in the direct vicinity of tumour cells to affect tumour growth. The presence of an extracellular matrix barrier seems to prevent this interaction.